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Abstract 
 Many high schools and colleges across the United States have marching bands, but there is no 
uniform approach.  Rather, each band defines “culture” as their ensemble’s decisions on marching style, 
music choice, band size, instrumentation, and performance obligations.  This study aims to categorize 
marching bands by cultural features, test if marching band characteristics are similar across a region, 
and explore how these trends in band culture relate to other demographic and socioeconomic trends.  
Research focused on bands in the Midwest and Southeastern United States and was conducted through 
video observation.  Through analysis, it was found that most marching bands surveyed use a corps step, 
perform music of artistic merit, have between twenty-one and one hundred marchers, perform with a 
full ensemble as well as pit percussion, and perform in exhibition shows.  However, Midwestern bands 
play more popular music, are less likely to have a pit percussion, and perform in less competitions.  
Additionally, there is a subtle regional effect for band culture (college and high school ensembles in the 
same region tend to have similar characteristics).  Finally, “Avant Garde” high school bands are 
correlated with higher income areas, while “Traditional” marching bands exist in areas with more elderly 
residents.  Incidentally, Midwestern “Show” marching bands tend to have opposite demographics of 
their Southern counterparts (Midwestern “Show” bands tend to come from richer areas, while Southern 
ones come from poorer areas).  This information is of value to collegiate band directors interested in 
recruiting more students, high school students looking for a familiar style of college band to join, and 
new band directors who are interested in working in a particular band culture. 
 
Introduction 
 Marching band is often viewed as an educational tool that connects visual arts and musical arts.  
In the United States, many high schools and universities have marching ensembles.  Two major goals for 
high school and university marching band directors are to increase the number of members in their 
ensembles and to retain current members.  While there are a variety of factors that play into a student’s 
decision to enroll in a marching ensemble (such as musical talent, interpersonal relationships, 
competitiveness of the program), there is an overarching concept of “cultural fit” that can play a huge 
role in a band member’s decision to participate.  The concept of “cultural fit” is a strong factor when 
high school students decide whether to enroll in their chosen university’s marching band (or in some 
cases, which university the high school student chooses).  This research project provides an introductory 
glance into marching band cultures across the United States, seeks to determine if there is a regional 
affect of band culture, and explores what relationships these cultures have with other demographic 
trends. 
Categorization 
 The first step in this process is to codify marching band culture.  Different metrics were selected 
to do so: marching style, music choice, band size, instrumentation, and performance obligations. 
 Marching style is generally understood as how the band travels from one place to another on 
the field.  For high school bands, this metric is generally straight-forward; observation the band during a 
half-time performance at a football game to determine the most common method of travel.  For 
university bands, categorizations were based on the step type used most during pregame performances 
(in the case of ties, half time performances were observed).   
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 For purposes of this study, it is assumed that the average step eliminates any members 
marching with less than perfect posture (focusing on ideal movement).  The first type of step, corps 
step, refers to a marcher not lifting their knees up to form a ninety-degree angle while moving.  The 
second type of step, high step, refers to a marcher using a ninety-degree step or more to move while 
maintaining a straight posture.  The third kind of step, hybrid step, refers to a band using a combination 
of high step and corps step during performance.  The fourth kind of step, swing step, is similar to high 
step, the only difference is a deliberate and consistent swaying in step and marching form. 
 Music choice refers to the band’s selection in repertoire for musical performances.  For 
simplification’s sake, music choice will represent what the band chooses to perform during field 
performances, not in the stands.  Music of artistic merit bands perform music that has intrinsic musical 
worth and is specifically chosen for it.  Examples include music by Beethoven or Bach.  These songs are 
usually chosen for competitions.  Popular music bands perform music that is meant for audience 
enjoyment and has no intrinsic musical merit.  The last category is a combination of music of artistic 
merit and popular music.  This category acts as a cover-all when it becomes too hard to determine the 
difference in repertoire (such as a band that performs an arrangement of Queen songs with artistic 
merit or a band that performs an almost equal amount of artistic merit and popular music pieces). 
 Band size refers to the size of the ensemble, including any color guard, twirlers, drum majors, 
and pit ensemble members.  The different categories of size include 20 marchers or less, 21 to 60 
marchers, 61 to 100 marchers, 101 to 150 marchers, 151 to 250 marchers, or 251 or more marchers. 
 Instrumentation refers to the normal use of instruments on the field at any given performance.  
The “brass and drum” category refers to ensembles that use wind instruments to produce sound that 
are mostly made of brass that do not use reed, as well as a percussion battery that performs on the 
field.  The “brass and drums with woodwinds” category refers to the same instrumentation as above, 
but with the addition of reed instruments.  The “brass and drums with woodwinds and pit” category 
refers to the same as the above category, as well as a stationary ensemble of percussion instruments 
utilized in most performances. 
 Performance obligations refers to the types of performances that the band participates in 
throughout the year.  Bands in the “football games and parades” category only participate in those two 
events throughout any given year.  Bands in the “football games and parades with unranked exhibitions” 
category also participate in performances that do not rank participants.  Bands in the “football games, 
parades and unranked exhibitions with ranked exhibitions” category also participate in exhibitions with 
rankings (official or unofficial) with rewards or bragging rights given to the victors.  Bands in the 
“football games, parades, unranked exhibitions and ranked exhibitions with state judged events” 
participate in events judged by a panel with the authority of a state musical association (such as the 
Ohio Music Educators Association).  Bands in the “football games, parades, unranked exhibitions, ranked 
exhibitions and state judged events with national judged events” category also participate in large 
national events such as Bands of America that are judged by a national or international association. 
 Understandably, there are many more qualities with which marching bands can be categorized.  
However, these five metrics were used because they are the easiest to observe through the research 
gathering methodology, described below. 
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Research Gathering Methodology 
 The first step in research gathering was to determine how many bands to research and where to 
limit.  To have an accurate assessment of bands, it was determined to compare bands in the Midwest 
and Southeast regions of the United States.  In these regions of the United States, marching bands are 
highly visible and it was hypothesized that strong differences in their culture would exist.  Also, 
researchers involved in this study have experience with music culture in regions of the country, which is 
important to determine explanations for the results of the study. 
 Coverage of between eight hundred and one thousand high school bands and fifteen and 
twenty university marching bands was important.  Per state, the goal was to cover an appropriate 
percentage of the state to have an accurate sampling of the culture.  This would provide enough data 
points for statistical analysis.  Throughout the study, there were attempts to maintain an equal sampling 
of high schools across the state and a ratio of one university to every fifty high schools per state.  
However, a few exceptions were necessary: to explain a cultural effect in the Southeast, the decision to 
include another university in Alabama was made and in Wisconsin, only bands in the southern region of 
the state were analyzed, close to Madison and Milwaukee. 
 Within each state, high schools were chosen to typify randomly by zip code.  This methodology 
used a random-number generator and the high school listings of each state.  Universities were selected 
within each state for uniqueness of style.   For example, The Ohio State University, Bowling Green State 
University and Ohio University were selected in Ohio since each of the three have very different styles. 
 Categorization itself was accomplished by viewing YouTube videos of each band in performance 
at parades, football games and exhibitions.  The observations were entered via form into a database of 
records.  Videos selected of each band were limited to the past five years. 
 In the end, 864 high schools and 18 universities were categorized in the states of Ohio, Indiana, 
Michigan, Illinois, Wisconsin, Kentucky, Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Georgia and 
Alabama.  The table below summarizes the outcomes by state: 
State High Schools Selected Universities Selected 
AL 51 2 
GA 51 1 
IL 101 2 
IN 100 2 
KY 50 1 
MI 100 2 
NC 50 1 
OH 161 3 
SC 50 1 
TN 50 1 
VA 50 1 
WI 50 1 
Grand Total 864 18 
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 Understandably, there were a few limitations to this approach.  The first issue was the general 
unavailability of YouTube videos on certain high school marching bands.  In these cases, another nearby 
high school marching band that had videos posted was selected.  Additionally, the definitions for 
different band styles and categories might vary from researcher and by state.  For example, an unranked 
exhibition to one researcher might mean something entirely different to another.  Furthermore, the 
availability of videos might sway the overall perception of a band’s culture.  If the only video posted of a 
marching band is five years old and there have been changes since, there is no way to find out. 
Additional Data Modifications 
 After collecting the primary data, a few other fields were added that aggregated or categorized 
the collected information. 
 The first field constructed was the “Competitive Band Indicator.”  This was a simple field that 
had a one or zero depending on if the band took part in ranked exhibitions.  “Ones” were bands that 
competed in ranked exhibitions, state judged events, and/or national judged events. 
 The second field constructed was the “general band culture indicator.”  This was a summary 
categorical variable based on primary data.  “Flashy” types were bands that used a swing marching step 
and played mostly popular music.  “Avant garde” bands used corps style step and played mostly music 
of artistic merit.  “Traditional” bands were all other types of bands – high step ensembles, corps step 
bands that played popular music and swing bands that played mostly music of artistic merit. 
 The third field constructed was a simple categorizer for the state region (either Midwest or 
Southeast) for the purpose of categorizing the states more efficiently. 
Primary Data Findings and Analysis 
Marching Style 
The overwhelming choice of step for all levels of marching bands (high school and university) in this 
study was a corps step 
High School and University Marching Band Marching Style 
Marching Style Number of Bands Percentage of Bands 
Corps. Step 766 86.85% 
Corps-High Step Hybrid 24 2.72% 
High Step 60 6.80% 
Swing Step 32 3.63% 
Grand Total 882 100.00% 
 
 At the high school level, some unique trends start to appear.  By state, Kentucky had the lowest 
amount of variation, with approximately all high school marching bands surveyed using a corps step.  
South Carolina had the most variation, with 74% of bands surveyed using a corps step, 16% of bands 
using high step, and 10% using a swing step.   
 The state with the highest percentage of hybrid bands is Ohio.  The state with the highest 
percentage of high step bands is Georgia.  The state with the highest percentage of swing step bands is 
Virginia. 
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High School Marching Style by State 
Region-State Corps. Step Corps-High Step Hybrid High Step Swing Step Grand Total 
Midwest      
IL 88.12% 4.95% 2.97% 3.96% 100.00% 
IN 99.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.00% 100.00% 
MI 93.00% 6.00% 1.00% 0.00% 100.00% 
OH 83.85% 5.59% 7.45% 3.11% 100.00% 
WI 88.00% 0.00% 8.00% 4.00% 100.00% 
South      
AL 82.35% 0.00% 11.76% 5.88% 100.00% 
GA 78.43% 0.00% 19.61% 1.96% 100.00% 
KY 100.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 100.00% 
NC 82.00% 0.00% 16.00% 2.00% 100.00% 
SC 74.00% 0.00% 16.00% 10.00% 100.00% 
TN 84.00% 2.00% 8.00% 6.00% 100.00% 
VA 88.00% 0.00% 0.00% 12.00% 100.00% 
Grand Average 87.50% 2.43% 6.48% 3.59% 100.00% 
 
Music Choice 
 Overall, most bands surveyed played music of artistic merit, followed by bands that played 
popular music, and bands that played a mix of the two genres. 
High School and University Marching Band Music Choice 
Music Type Number of Bands Percentage of Bands 
Maj. Music of Artistic Merit 458 51.93% 
Mix of Merit and Popular 105 11.90% 
Maj. Popular Music 319 36.17% 
Grand Total 882 100.00% 
 
 Looking at high school marching bands at a state level, some strong variations start to appear.  
In Michigan, over half the high school marching bands played mostly popular music.  In Kentucky, 
around 88% of the bands played mostly music of artistic merit.  Every state in the southeastern United 
States had at least 48% of their marching bands playing music of artistic merit. 
High School Marching Band Music Choice by State 
Region-State Maj. Music of Merit Mix of Merit and Popular Maj. Popular Music Grand Total 
Midwest     
IL 52.48% 34.65% 12.87% 100.00% 
IN 64.00% 27.00% 9.00% 100.00% 
MI 25.00% 58.00% 17.00% 100.00% 
OH 36.65% 49.69% 13.66% 100.00% 
WI 48.00% 42.00% 10.00% 100.00% 
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South     
AL 49.02% 41.18% 9.80% 100.00% 
GA 58.82% 31.37% 9.80% 100.00% 
KY 88.00% 6.00% 6.00% 100.00% 
NC 62.00% 28.00% 10.00% 100.00% 
SC 70.00% 28.00% 2.00% 100.00% 
TN 62.00% 18.00% 20.00% 100.00% 
VA 70.00% 26.00% 4.00% 100.00% 
Grand Average 52.78% 36.00% 11.23% 100.00% 
 
Band Size 
 Across the states surveyed, most marching bands fell into the 21-60 marcher category or the 61-
100 category. 
High School and University Marching Band Ensemble Size 
Band Size Number of Bands Percentage of Bands 
20 Marchers or Less 14 1.59% 
21-60 Marchers 325 36.85% 
61-100 Marchers 318 36.05% 
101-150 Marchers 148 16.78% 
151-250 Marchers 56 6.35% 
251+ Marchers 21 2.38% 
Grand Total 882 100.00% 
 
 Across all states sampled, Wisconsin had the highest average number of students in their high 
school marching bands according to the bracket system.  However, this could reflect the skewed nature 
of sampling (focusing on the major metropolitan areas in the southern part of the state).  After 
eliminating Wisconsin, the state with the largest average high school band size is Ohio.  Indiana had the 
lowest average number of students in their high school marching bands according to the bracket 
system. 
 An interesting concept to note here is the spread of band sizes.  For example, there is a larger 
distribution of band sizes in Midwestern states (no one bracket has over 50% of high school marching 
bands) compared to their Southeastern counterparts. 
High School Marching Band Size by State 
Region-State 20 or Less 21-60  61-100  101-150  151-250  251+ Grand Total 
Midwest        
IL 2.97% 25.74% 47.52% 18.81% 3.96% 0.99% 100.00% 
IN 2.00% 49.00% 39.00% 10.00% 0.00% 0.00% 100.00% 
MI 7.00% 49.00% 20.00% 14.00% 10.00% 0.00% 100.00% 
OH 0.62% 34.78% 33.54% 18.63% 11.18% 1.24% 100.00% 
WI 0.00% 24.00% 46.00% 16.00% 10.00% 4.00% 100.00% 
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South        
AL 0.00% 27.45% 52.94% 17.65% 0.00% 1.96% 100.00% 
GA 0.00% 37.25% 31.37% 23.53% 5.88% 1.96% 100.00% 
KY 0.00% 56.00% 28.00% 12.00% 4.00% 0.00% 100.00% 
NC 0.00% 40.00% 40.00% 20.00% 0.00% 0.00% 100.00% 
SC 0.00% 30.00% 46.00% 16.00% 8.00% 0.00% 100.00% 
TN 2.00% 38.00% 28.00% 22.00% 8.00% 2.00% 100.00% 
VA 0.00% 36.00% 40.00% 22.00% 0.00% 2.00% 100.00% 
Grand Average 1.62% 37.62% 36.81% 17.13% 5.79% 1.04% 100.00% 
 
Instrumentation 
 Most marching bands surveyed used brass, drums, woodwinds and a pit. 
High School and University Marching Band Instrumentation 
Instrumentation Number of Bands Percentage of Bands 
Brass, Drums 6 0.68% 
Brass, Drums, Woodwinds 298 33.79% 
Brass, Drums, Woodwinds, Pit 578 65.53% 
Grand Total 882 100.00% 
 
 Across all states surveyed, Michigan was the only state to have most of its high school marching 
bands not use a pit.  In general, bands in the north (IL, IN, MI, OH, and WI) were less likely to use a pit 
than their southern counterparts. 
 
High School Marching Band Instrumentation by State 
Region-State Brass, Drums Brass, Drums, Woodwinds Brass, Drums, Woodwinds, Pit Grand Total 
Midwest     
IL 0.00% 37.62% 62.38% 100.00% 
IN 0.00% 24.00% 76.00% 100.00% 
MI 1.00% 55.00% 44.00% 100.00% 
OH 1.86% 43.48% 54.66% 100.00% 
WI 0.00% 32.00% 68.00% 100.00% 
South     
AL 0.00% 35.29% 64.71% 100.00% 
GA 0.00% 33.33% 66.67% 100.00% 
KY 0.00% 10.00% 90.00% 100.00% 
NC 2.00% 28.00% 70.00% 100.00% 
SC 0.00% 26.00% 74.00% 100.00% 
TN 0.00% 18.00% 82.00% 100.00% 
VA 0.00% 20.00% 80.00% 100.00% 
Grand Average 0.58% 33.45% 65.97% 100.00% 
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Performance Obligations 
 Across all states surveyed, most marching bands took part in state judged events, followed by 
bands that did not participate in any exhibitions besides football games and parades. 
 
High School and University Marching Band Performance Obligations 
Performance Obligations Number of Bands Percentage of Bands 
Football Games, Parades 233 26.42% 
Above, including Unranked Exhibitions 130 14.74% 
Above, including Ranked Exhibitions 222 25.17% 
Above, including State Judged Events 258 29.25% 
Above, including National Judged Events 39 4.42% 
Grand Total 882 100.00% 
 
 At a state level, Tennessee had the highest percentage of high school bands participating in 
national judged events, Virginia had the highest percentage of bands participating in state judged 
events, North Carolina had the highest percentage participating in ranked exhibitions, Ohio had the 
highest percentage of bands participating in unranked exhibitions, and Michigan had the highest 
percentage of bands only performing at football games and parades. 
 
High School Marching Band Performance Obligations by State 
Region-State Football 
Games, 
Parades 
Left, including 
Unranked 
Exhibitions 
Left, including 
Ranked 
Exhibitions 
Left, including 
State Judged 
Events 
Left, including 
National 
Judged Events 
Grand 
Total 
Midwest       
IL 34.65% 18.81% 13.86% 28.71% 3.96% 100.00% 
IN 22.00% 4.00% 26.00% 45.00% 3.00% 100.00% 
MI 44.00% 14.00% 12.00% 28.00% 2.00% 100.00% 
OH 24.84% 21.74% 14.91% 30.43% 8.07% 100.00% 
WI 28.00% 20.00% 12.00% 36.00% 4.00% 100.00% 
South       
AL 37.25% 15.69% 41.18% 5.88% 0.00% 100.00% 
GA 33.33% 13.73% 35.29% 13.73% 3.92% 100.00% 
KY 14.00% 2.00% 48.00% 34.00% 2.00% 100.00% 
NC 26.00% 10.00% 56.00% 6.00% 2.00% 100.00% 
SC 20.00% 10.00% 50.00% 18.00% 2.00% 100.00% 
TN 18.00% 12.00% 30.00% 34.00% 6.00% 100.00% 
VA 6.00% 14.00% 18.00% 60.00% 2.00% 100.00% 
Grand Average 26.97% 14.00% 25.69% 29.51% 3.82% 100.00% 
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Competitive Bands 
 Overall, most high school marching bands are competitive.  That is, they participate in some sort 
of ranked exhibition. 
 
High School and University Marching Band Competitive Status 
Competition Type Number of Bands Percentage of Bands 
Non-Competitive 363 41.16% 
Competitive 519 58.84% 
Grand Total 882 100.00% 
 
 As shown below, the states with the lowest percentage of competitive high school marching 
bands are Alabama, Illinois and Michigan.  Over 50% of bands surveyed in these states do not participate 
in any kind of ranked exhibitions. 
 
High School Marching Band Competitive Status by State 
Region-State Non-Competitive Competitive Grand Total 
Midwest    
IL 53.47% 46.53% 100.00% 
IN 26.00% 74.00% 100.00% 
MI 58.00% 42.00% 100.00% 
OH 46.58% 53.42% 100.00% 
WI 48.00% 52.00% 100.00% 
South    
AL 52.94% 47.06% 100.00% 
GA 47.06% 52.94% 100.00% 
KY 16.00% 84.00% 100.00% 
NC 36.00% 64.00% 100.00% 
SC 30.00% 70.00% 100.00% 
TN 30.00% 70.00% 100.00% 
VA 20.00% 80.00% 100.00% 
Grand Average 40.97% 59.03% 100.00% 
 
Band Style 
  The below chart shows that most bands surveyed fall into the “Avant Garde” category.   
 
High School and University Marching Band Style 
Band Style Number of Bands Percentage of Bands 
Avant Garde 551 62.47% 
Show 32 3.63% 
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Traditional 299 33.90% 
Grand Total 882 100.00% 
 
 For high school marching bands, this trend holds true for every state, except Ohio and Michigan.  
In Michigan, Traditional style bands have a majority, while in Ohio, Avante Garde and Traditional are 
tied.  
 
High School Marching Band Style by State 
Region-State Avant Garde Show Traditional Grand Total 
Midwest     
IL 63.37% 3.96% 32.67% 100.00% 
IN 72.00% 1.00% 27.00% 100.00% 
MI 41.00% 0.00% 59.00% 100.00% 
OH 48.45% 3.11% 48.45% 100.00% 
WI 56.00% 4.00% 40.00% 100.00% 
South     
AL 58.82% 5.88% 35.29% 100.00% 
GA 68.63% 1.96% 29.41% 100.00% 
KY 94.00% 0.00% 6.00% 100.00% 
NC 72.00% 2.00% 26.00% 100.00% 
SC 70.00% 10.00% 20.00% 100.00% 
TN 82.00% 6.00% 12.00% 100.00% 
VA 74.00% 12.00% 14.00% 100.00% 
Grand Average 62.96% 3.59% 33.45% 100.00% 
 
Comparative Overlays 
 For comparative analysis, information provided by the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) for 2016 at 
the zip code level was analyzed.  For the purposes of streamlining data, it was assumed that the number 
of taxpayers in a zip code is a strong representation of the number of residents in that zip code.  
Additionally, it was assumed that the number of people who sent in elderly returns were indicative of 
the number of elderly people in that zip code. 
Comparative Data Findings and Analysis in High School Marching Bands 
Population 
 As shown in the below chart, the number of marchers in a high school marching band is related 
to the average number of taxpayers in a zip code.  The larger the population in a zip code, the larger the 
high school marching band. 
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Zip Code by High School Band Size and Taxpayers 
Number of Marchers Average of Number of Taxpayers 
20 Marchers or Less 4,641 
21-60 Marchers 7,770 
61-100 Marchers 9,951 
101-150 Marchers 12,837 
151-250 Marchers 15,165 
251+ Marchers 19,199 
Average 9,937 
 
 Across the whole study, high school marching bands that perform in ranked competitions are 
more populous than those who do not compete. 
Zip Code by High School Band Competitive Status and 
Taxpayers 
Competitive Status Average of Number of Taxpayers 
Non-competitive 8,098 
Competitive 11,214 
Average 9,937 
 
 However, at a state level, there are striking differences between states.  The table below shows 
the breakdown of average number of taxpayers by state.  In general, places with higher populations are 
correlate with competitive marching bands.  The only exception in this dataset is the state of Kentucky, 
where zip codes with non-competitive high school marching bands correlate with more populous zip 
codes. 
 
Average Number of Taxpayers by State and Competitive Status 
State Non-competitive Competitive State Average 
AL 4,235 6,893 5,486 
GA 14,934 15,346 15,152 
IL 5,352 9,642 7,348 
IN 6,305 8,398 7,854 
KY 10,209 8,203 8,524 
MI 7,299 9,033 8,028 
NC 13,473 14,386 14,057 
OH 8,929 14,036 11,657 
SC 8,278 12,867 11,491 
TN 8,151 12,995 11,542 
VA 8,561 13,040 12,144 
WI 7,983 9,477 8,760 
Average 8,098 11,214 9,937 
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 In general, Avant Garde style marching bands are in more populous zip codes than Traditional or 
Show bands. 
 
Zip Code by High School Band Style and Taxpayers 
Band Style Average of Number of Taxpayers 
Avant Garde 10,879 
Show 7,427 
Traditional 8,432 
Average 9,937 
 
Income Comparison 
 For the income comparison, the IRS provided brackets of adjusted gross income.  The numbers 
presented in the graphs below are a weighted average of the brackets (the percentage of people paying 
taxes at that bracket multiplied by the number that bracket represents.  Then, those numbers are added 
together to get the average bracket).  The below chart outlines the tax brackets provided by the IRS: 
 
2016 IRS Tax Bracket Designations 
Bracket Adjusted Gross Income 
1 $1 - $24,999 
2 $25,000 - $49,999 
3 $50,000 - $74,999 
4 $75,000 - $99,999 
5 $100,000 - $199,999 
6 $200,000+ 
 
 To determine the estimated income at a level, round down to get the bracket and multiply the 
decimal by the amount in that bracket to get the amount of income.  For example, an average bracket of 
2.15 would return an average income of $28,749.85 ($25,000 + (0.15*($49,999 – $25,000))). 
 In general, high step and swing step bands are more associated with poorer zip codes while 
hybrid bands are associated with higher income zip codes.  However, in northern states (Ohio, Indiana, 
Michigan, Wisconsin, Illinois), the trend is more mixed.  In Ohio, zip codes with swing style high school 
bands have a higher average income than corps and high step bands. 
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Average Tax Bracket by State and Band Style 
State Avant Garde Show Traditional State Average 
AL 2.23 1.64 2.24 2.20 
GA 2.42 2.00 2.09 2.32 
IL 2.48 2.21 2.42 2.45 
IN 2.37 2.37 2.22 2.33 
KY 2.30 N/A 2.04 2.28 
MI 2.40 N/A 2.40 2.40 
NC 2.37 1.65 2.22 2.31 
OH 2.61 2.64 2.41 2.51 
SC 2.42 1.82 2.00 2.27 
TN 2.34 1.66 2.00 2.26 
VA 2.75 2.19 2.58 2.66 
WI 2.66 2.54 2.68 2.66 
Average 2.45 2.11 2.35 2.41 
 
 For swing high school marching bands, the largest gap is between Ohio and Alabama (almost a 
full income bracket in difference, around $25,000).  This could be explained by the popularity of flashy 
style marching bands in wealthier Ohio suburbs.  Swing marching bands in the South are typically 
associated with Historically Black Colleges and Universities, which oftentimes appears in poorer areas of 
the south.  The only southern state to have an above average income is Virginia. 
 
State Average of Income Bracket 
AL 1.64 
GA 2.00 
IL 2.21 
IN 2.37 
NC 1.65 
OH 2.64 
SC 1.82 
TN 1.66 
VA 2.19 
WI 2.54 
Average 2.11 
 
 Across all states surveyed, larger band programs are associated with higher income zip codes.  
However, this trend levels off as it approaches the larger brackets. 
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Number of Marchers Average of Income Bracket 
20 Marchers or Less 2.25 
21-60 Marchers 2.28 
61-100 Marchers 2.43 
101-150 Marchers 2.54 
151-250 Marchers 2.70 
251+ Marchers 2.43 
Average 2.41 
 
 Across all states, bands are more active are associated with zip codes that have higher levels of 
income.  Zip codes with high schools that take part in National Judged Events have a much higher 
average income than other groups.  However, this group also has the highest standard deviation, 
showing that there is a wider range of incomes for this group. 
 
Performance Obligations Average of Income Bracket Stand. Dev. Of Income Bracket 
Football Games, Parades 2.32 0.42 
Above, including Unranked Exhibitions 2.32 0.41 
Above, including Ranked Exhibitions 2.34 0.42 
Above, including State Judged Events 2.54 0.45 
Above, including National Judged Events 2.75 0.48 
Average 2.41 0.45 
 
Elderly Comparison 
 Larger brackets of band size are associated with smaller percentages of elderly tax filers in their 
zip codes. 
 
Number of Marchers Average Percentage Elderly 
20 Marchers or Less 28.75% 
21-60 Marchers 25.53% 
61-100 Marchers 25.21% 
101-150 Marchers 24.49% 
151-250 Marchers 25.17% 
251+ Marchers 23.38% 
Average 25.24% 
 
 High school bands that are more active are associated with smaller percentages of elderly tax 
filers in their zip codes. 
 
Performance Obligations Average Percentage Elderly 
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Football Games, Parades 25.87% 
Above, including Unranked Exhibitions 25.64% 
Above, including Ranked Exhibitions 24.44% 
Above, including State Judged Events 25.35% 
Above, including National Judged Events 23.91% 
Average 25.24% 
 
 Traditional bands are slightly more likely to have a higher percentage of elderly tax filers in their 
zip code than flashy style bands. 
 
Band Style Average Percentage Elderly 
Avant Garde 24.85% 
Show 24.34% 
Traditional 26.07% 
Grand Total 25.24% 
 
Conclusions 
 There are a few notable results of this study along the lines of band composition, regional 
cultures, and demographic trends. 
 In general, university ensembles tend to be categorized Traditional.  Avant Garde high schools 
(especially in the South) perform music of artistic merit and use pit ensembles to appeal to their primary 
audience: competition judges.  College ensembles tend to perform popular music (disqualifying them 
from the Avant Garde category) to appeal to the audience.  This explains the staggering difference in 
Traditional and Avant Garde bands between college and high school ensembles. 
 Competitive high school marching bands live in a much different demographic than their non-
competitive peers.  As shown above, competitive ensembles tend to correlate with wealthier areas, use 
a percussion pit and have larger ensembles overall.  One explanation for this is that wealthy areas can 
afford to support these large, travelling ensembles.  Competitive ensembles require fiscal support to 
travel to competitions.  Additionally, a percussion pit (and electronics) can cost thousands of dollars.  
Props (usually a hallmark of competitive Avant Garde marching bands) also require significant 
investment to create, load and transport.  The data supports this conclusion: roughly 60% of zip codes 
with an above average level of income have high school marching bands that perform in competitions.  
This split is even more evident in the Southeastern United States: 
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 This observation informs college band directors that members of high school competitive 
ensembles are more likely from communities where students can afford college.  College band directors 
can target these high schools to increase their enrollment.  Also, high school band directors interested in 
beginning or working in a competitive marching culture should observe the local income.  This would be 
an indicator to how receptive the population might be to the idea. 
 Another interesting point in this data set is the spread of income distribution for “Show” 
marching bands.  The chart below displays the spread of each general style across the Midwest and 
Southeast: 
 
 Most “Show” ensembles in the Southeast come from poorer communities than their 
Midwestern counterparts.  This reflects the popularity of the swing-step “Show” style in some 
Historically Black Colleges and Universities that is copied high schools in the South.  In the Midwest, the 
image is more mixed.  The Southeast narrative appears in the Midwest, in addition to a separate image 
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reminiscent of the “Big Band Culture.”  This type of ensemble focuses on visual aesthetics and the 
“Swing step” style.  However, these communities are not impoverished, they are middle class or 
affluent.  A strong example of this style is the Hudson High School Swing Marching Band in Hudson, 
Ohio.  They fall into the highest income bracket, are significantly different demographically and have a 
strong show band culture. 
 There is also a “regional effect” on marching band culture.  This effect shows that individual 
traits can persist across a local area (in this case, mostly across a state or given region).  For example, 
Kentucky high school marching bands share most of the same characteristics: Avant Garde culture, 
competitive, and more than half of all ensembles have between 21 and 50 marchers on the field.  The 
University of Kentucky Marching Band has a very similar description, it is smaller than its peers and uses 
the Avant Garde style.  75% of southeastern high school marching ensembles fall into the Avant Garde 
category.  The only exception are schools using the HBCU” Show” style, and very few using the 
Traditional style. There is a greater degree of variation in Midwestern high school ensembles; Avant 
Garde ensembles make up about 55%, Traditional ensembles make up 42% and Show ensembles make 
up 2.34%.  The below graph summarizes this information. 
 
 
  At a regional level, there is also a regional effect of certain styles.  In the north, bands in rural 
areas tend to use “Traditional” more than “Avant Garde” styles.  This plays into the competitive theory 
mentioned above (since Avant Garde bands tend to compete more than Show or Traditional).  The map 
below of Michigan demonstrates this point.  The outlines of zip codes represent high schools and their 
surrounding zip code while the blocks represent locations of universities: 
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 As shown above, most high school marching bands tend to cluster near each other.  The Lansing 
area highlights this case: the corridor of blue zip codes to the east reflect mostly rural high schools that 
use traditional style marching techniques.  As you move closer to Lansing, the high schools switch to an 
Avant Garde style.  The large block in the center of Lansing represents Michigan State University, which 
uses a Traditional pregame show and an Avant Garde halftime show.  Western Michigan (the other large 
blue block in Michigan) uses a similar structure. 
 The map below shows the Tennessee, Georgia, and Alabama dispersions of band programs: 
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 Poorer areas tend to use the Traditional style and the universities use similar styles.  In Alabama, 
the blue block in the center represents Alabama State University, a university with a HBCU-style 
Traditional band. 
 The results of this project represent an exploratory analysis at categorizing marching bands.  
Given more time, I would have preferred to analyze more bands, create more descriptive categories of 
marching band styles, and more continuous variables.  These variables would go on to support more 
rigorous analysis of the same trends found above: wealthier communities can afford to support more 
active programs; older communities tend to have more traditional style programs and most bands in the 
South tend to participate in competitions.  This database and conclusions reiterate that marching band 
programs exist as a product of their communities, directors, and members.   
